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Abstract 
The paper will discuss an on-going research on Shah Alam City Council’s planning guidelines for the provision of 
playgrounds and playing fields. This paper sets the question of the suitability and the adequacy of this planning 
guideline used for the playing spaces in a low cost housing area. The areas of study focus on the types of playing 
behaviour, the location of playing patterns and the problems arising from the playing activities in this setting. Perhaps 
the findings will help in improving the guidelines for this important amenity which has not been given due 
recognition. 
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1. Introduction 
The quality of life of residents in urban areas highly depends on the quality of the housing area. Quality 
of life is really a matter of the well-being of the residents that include the comfort and convenience of all 
age-group in all socio-economic levels. This is actually part of the community goals for the local authority 
of any particular housing estates in urban areas. In realizing these goals the local authority have drawn up 
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planning guidelines for every aspects of the physical environment within their control such as 
infrastructure and amenities which include housing, landscaping, commercial, open spaces and recreation. 
Therefore, to achieve a harmonious living environment, development and growth of a residential area 
should not rely on the provision of building design alone. One of the many important factors is in terms of 
suitability and effectiveness aspect in the planning and provision of children playing spaces in the 
residential areas to the community. The main concern is the lack of proper playing areas such as 
playgrounds and adequate playing equipments for the children living in low cost flats as had been found 
by a study in Shah Alam and Klang (Abdul Karim, H., 2008). The inadequacy and insufficiency of these 
facilities is questioned because there seems to be minimal provision whereas there are a large number of 
children found living in this type of housing. Findings from that study also found that there are many 
incidences of bullying and fighting due to the competition for playing equipments and spaces. This 
problem affect the well-being of children directly and the parents of the affected children indirectly. 
Therefore although the children living in the study area is not without places to play such as playgrounds 
and open spaces the question posed here are the adequacy and the sufficiency of planning guidelines that 
had been outlined by the Local Authority.  
2. Well-being of Children 
The well-being of children has to be taken care of for they form the new generation of the society. 
Children will become the future leaders and the future citizen of the world who will be entrusted to care 
for the well-being of our world. Any neglect on their well-being is detrimental to the future of mankind. 
The Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations 1989) stated that the child’s circumstances are 
such as to allow the development of the child’s personality, talents and mental and physical abilities to 
their fullest potential.  Architects, urban planners, sociologists, psychologists, geographers and others 
have a role to play in carrying research in promoting the well-being of children.  Well-being has been 
widely discussed in conjunction with `quality of life’ for people especially the urbanites. Well being 
carried the meaning of what is ultimately good for a person or community. And the role of planning is to 
take into consideration the types of recreation according to the needs of the community including the 
children needs.  
According to Barton, Grant and Guise (2003), the three basic goals of neighbourhood planning are 
health, sustainability and vitality that provide the starting points for planning and design. A healthy 
neighbourhood, with equity of access to housing, local facilities, green environment, safe streets, exercise 
and diverse social opportunities, together with a concern for the well-being of future generations, is likely 
to be a sustainable neighbourhood. According to Johnston (2000), social well-being is explained as the 
degree to which a population’s needs and wants are being met. A `well society’ is one in which all people 
has sufficient income to meet their basic needs, where all are treated with equal dignity and have equal 
rights, where they have reasonable access to their needed range of services, and where their opinions are 
heard and respected (Johnston, 2000). From this perspective, well-being for the society also includes the 
children playing needs. The suitable and right play environment can promote social interaction, self-
confidence, individuality and a sense of responsibility (Frost, 2003). The goal of any planning 
involvement is creating playing spaces which can improve the play environments and also increasing the 
quantity and quality of children’s play opportunities and positive play experiences.  
In terms of well-being, neighbourhoods may influence the local communities in many of ways. As 
identified by Parkes and Kearns (2004), there are two factors of how the communities can produce and 
sustain the existing neighbourhoods. They are the social environment, physical environment and 
community facilities and services. The community as a social context could be viewed as any particular 
local communities consisting of a variety of social networks such as social support and community 
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engagement activities. The neighbourhood as a physical environment could be seen as essential facilities 
and infrastructures such as shopping centre, parks and leisure centre, post office, police station, traffic, 
provision of sidewalks, connectivity of paths, safety and aesthetic pleasure that may promote or 
discourage the physical activity and social interaction of the local communities (Ross and Mirowsky, 
2001).  
3. Children Playing Behaviour 
Children must be given the freedom to play irrespective of the socio-economic level of their family. 
Playing activity is synonymous to children behaviour. It is known that human activity is vital to the 
development of the individual and society and amongst the many activities is playing. Children 
recognized the value of playing on its function rather than aesthetic. It is an important element in 
children’s lives and continues to mirror their overall pattern of social, physical and cognitive 
developments (Fjortoft and Sageie, 2000). As we have evolved, the play of children has progressed as 
well. Play occurs within the context of the community; behaviour that is culturally appropriate is 
reinforced by others, and thus continual. Children make use of whatever tools of play the community and 
the environment makes accessible. As knowledge about the benefits of play has developed, the active 
participation of communities in providing play opportunities has increased.  
According to the literature, children living in cities are losing the ability to play spontaneously in an 
unregulated environment. Tranter and Boyle (1996) and Valentine and McKendrik (1997) found that 
many children have lost access to traditional play environments, including streets and wild spaces, partly 
through parental fears and traffic danger, bullying and “stranger danger”; partly through the loss of 
natural spaces and partly through perceptions of what is best for children. Instead children are encouraged 
to participate in regulated play environments in their homes, friend’s homes and commercial “play or 
recreation” facilities (McKendrik, Bradford and Fielder, 2000).  
Furthermore, ‘play takes many forms, but the heart of play is pleasure – an important component in 
learning’ (Perry, 2001). Play is integral in social/emotional development, intellectual development, 
sensory development, perceptual-motor development, and physical development (Schleien, Ray and 
Green 2002). Play process starts immediately after birth just in diverse forms. Children will be using 
different parts of their bodies, their minds, and their words in different processes such as structure things, 
fantasy and humor, which are all pleasurable to play (Perry, 2001). This explanation can be directly 
related to children playing in playgrounds. Play is a form of communication between children especially 
in playgrounds because children will tend to congregate on them. They work together to discover the 
equipments and make up their own style of games. Children obtain a sense of achievement when reaching 
the top of a piece of playing equipment or going down a slide together. On a playground, children are 
allowed to choose the equipment they want to play on and when they want to play with it. Hudson (2001) 
found that there is an immense range of physical ability between the ages of two and 12, creating 
situations where younger children may not be able to utilize all of the equipment, or may be subdued or 
even injured due to the involvement of significantly older children. Similarly, the presence of younger 
children may hinder the play of older children. Even parents can be partly at fault, by lifting children onto 
equipment that is beyond their physical capability with the idea of promoting exploration. However, even 
a small distraction for the adult can lead to serious injury for the child.  
Play, according to Brett, Moore and Provenzom (1993) consists of two elements; a social dimension 
and a content dimension. The social dimension of play focuses on collaborative and cooperative skills 
fostered by children as they play with adults as well as with each other. Social participation among 
children age five to 12 can further be broken down into six stages: unoccupied behaviour, onlooker 
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behaviour, solitary play, parallel play, associative play, and cooperative play. The content dimension of 
play relates to the content of the children’s play as well as to the equipment with which the children play. 
4. Planning Guidelines 
Ross (2000) pointed out that the density of housing should include good social networks and physical 
facilities and this have a direct influence on the quality of the neighbourhoods. To sustain the existing 
neighbourhoods, there is a need to consider both environmental and social factors in designing the 
neighbourhood facilities for housing development. But, the role of neighbourhood facilities for housing 
development is changing over time. It is crucial that the development of a range of neighbourhood 
facilities activity is taken care off. This is to ensure that neighbourhood facilities continue to meet the 
needs of the local communities. For that reason, it is planned that a review of the role of neighbourhood 
facilities for housing development is to be undertaken to establish potential deliverance approach. Town 
and Country Planning Department (JPBD) (1997), define the significance of the neighbourhood facilities 
towards the sustainable environment and notes that the roles of urban planning have moved from laying 
out basic facilities, zoning specific land uses, charting future plans for towns and cities and controlling 
physical development into specific designs of urban spaces for a more sustainable environment. A good 
housing neighbourhood should include the elements as in Table 1: 
Table 1. A Perfect Housing Setting 
Elements Characteristics 
Comfort  Housing interior design and surroundings should foster 
family systems  
Friendliness  Basic facilities should encourage a friendly 
neighbourhood  
Beauty, quality and identity  Designs should reflects beauty and quality and allow 
room for growth  
Affordability   Housing development should meet demand and should 
be affordable by people from walks of life 
Cleanliness and harmony Housing areas needs to be clean, healthy and in 
harmony with the surrounding 
Adequacy Residential areas should have adequate public facilities 
and utilities (self-contained)  
 
Planning guidelines of open spaces and recreation facilities are called planning standards which guides 
the planner and designer in the location and provision of acreage and facilities.  Location of facilities in a 
neighbourhood must comply with the given accessibility radius from the homes of residents. The acreage 
of these facilities such as the mosque, schools, open spaces, playgrounds has been determined by the 
related authorities and departments working together with the Local Authority. Guidelines are created to 
aid the planning and design stage. There are guidelines to plan and design houses, roads, shops, religious 
buildings and recreation facilities. In addition, allocation of space to the area must be in accordance with 
the functions, sufficient and be able to accommodate current and future needs. Site planning is also 
needed to develop and establish a park in the city system that is balanced and with quality, as well as to 
provide leisure and recreational land within walking distance in each of the neighbourhood units. 
Planning standards are based on planning principles such as equitable, accessibility, aesthetics, 
compatibility, safe, comfortable, well-being quality and others.  
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The provision of recreational facilities follows certain objectives such as to provide healthy mental 
growth and development, co-ordination, creativity, enjoyable, builds self-confidence in order to bring 
happiness to the children. Table 2 and 3 showed examples of the planning guidelines of open spaces and 
recreational facilities issued by the Department of Town and Country Planning (JPBD), on the number of 
equipments that must be provided for every 100 units of houses: 
Table  2. Playground Equipment Quantity 
Games Type Quantity (Set) 
Integrated Equipment 1 
Swing 2 
See-saw 3 
Spring Tools 3 
Table 3.  Playground Facilities Quantity 
Facilities Quantity (Unit) 
Benches 7 
Dust Bin 7 
Signboard 1 
Spring Game 3 
 
According to the Local Authority, these equipments should comply with the standard specifications for 
playground equipment for parks, schools and domestic use which is the MS 966:1985/86 or any other 
standard specifications that have been approved by SIRIM QAS Sdn. Bhd. Specifications must consider 
the following aspects: 
x According to the scale and proportion which are compatible with the physical and emotional abilities 
of children of various age groups as well as disable children; and 
x All equipments are designed and constructed with safety features, free from sharp surfaces, tough and 
highly durable. 
The Malaysian Planning Doctrine (Dasar Perancangan dan Pembangunan Sejagat) have outlined 
several policies such as planning must maximize the advantages of natural environment, example water 
body, former mines, drainage, hills and greenery in designing the image of the park area. The policies 
also state that a plan must maintain the ecology and its surroundings which include open space and 
recreation hierarchy. The planning hierarchy for recreation open spaces from the local level to the 
national level is; play lot, playground, neighbourhood field, local parks, urban park, regional park and 
national park. Each site to be proposed must have a good drainage system and not a swampy area. 
According to the policy, the proposed site must have flat surface and slope less than nine degrees. This is 
to save cost and facilitate the development of the land.  
Based on guidelines and standards of open space and recreation by the Department of Town and 
Country Planning (JPBD 2000), the provision of children playing spaces is based on the number of 
residents, the range of accessibility and the location of the specific site (Refer to Table 4). 
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Table 4. Comparison of Planning Standard between Play Lot, Children Playground and Neighbourhood Field 
Type and 
Hierarchy Area Size 
Number of 
Residents 
Services 
Distance Location Recreation Facilities 
Play Lot 0.5 - 1. 5 
acres 
Every 300 
residents need  
0.5 acres 
In the range 
of  0.3 miles 
In small 
neighbourhood 
centre and within 
walking distance. 
 
Grass area 
Sandy area 
Seating area with shades 
Playing tools for children 3-6 
years. 
Children 
Playground  1.5-5 acres 
Every 1000 
residents need  
1 .5 acres 
In the range 
0.6 miles 
In small 
neighbourhood 
centre and within 
walking distance. 
 
Shades area. 
Covered-surface and lighted 
area for sports courts and 
playground 
Adventure ground 
Parking Lots 
Public phone 
Neighbourhood 
Field 5-20 acres 
Every 3000 
residents need  
5.0 acres 
In the range 
0.9 miles 
Within or near to 
neighbourhood 
centre, within 
cycling and 
walking distance. 
Children Playground 
Football Field 
Court 
Jogging area 
Park and Shades area 
Rest area 
5. Methodology  
The methodology for this study involves several stages which are described as follow: 
5.1. Study area 
Shah Alam is the state capital of Selangor and it is a modern township located within the Klang Valley 
together with Kuala Lumpur, Petaling Jaya, Klang and Subang Jaya. Hailed as one of the most well 
planned city, Shah Alam has been constructed according to a blueprint drawn up with the environment at 
the forethought of the planners. Shah Alam consists 56 sections, covers an area of 290.3 square 
kilometres and administrated under Shah Alam City Council (MBSA). The study area is located at 
Section 7 with an area of 449.50 hectares where the names of the roads refer to gems and precious metals.  
5.2. Observation survey 
Method of the observation survey was used to identify the situation at children playing spaces in the 
residential areas of Shah Alam which are low cost apartments and terrace houses. Photographs were taken 
to identify the playing equipments and the children playing behaviours. The photographs will be analyzed 
to determine the problems and difficulties which prevent the children perform their playing needs.  
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5.3. Sampling  
The sampling methodology used for this research is a systematic sampling. The sample of appropriate 
size will minimize the sampling error. The sample size must be enough to be reasonably confident that it 
can represents the population of the residents in the study area. 
5.4. Interview  
In order to expose subtle deficiencies in current playing spaces tin the study area, interviews will be 
conducted with the help of a set of questionnaire to parents and local authorities. For the parents, this 
survey was designed to determine the family profile, the tendency of playing spaces, evaluation of the 
provision playground facilities and so on. For the local authorities, the questions will focus on issues and 
problems at the local open spaces, their opinion and also the action to be taken to solve any problems. The 
survey was preceded by a cover letter that described the purpose and objectives of the research as well as 
an informed consent form.  
5.5. Behaviour mapping 
Behaviour mapping is a type of survey that captures the children behaviour activities on playing 
activities in specific location. Behaviour mapping is a direct observation method based on the theories of 
behaviour setting and affordance and to demonstrate its sensitivity to gathering physical activity and 
associated environmental data at a sufficiently detailed level to affect built environment design policy. 
Cosco, Moore and Islam (2010) discussed that behaviour mapping provides a promising method for 
objectively measuring relationships between physical behaviour settings and directly associated activity 
levels. Purposes of behaviour mapping are: 
x Document use to specific place. 
x Identify physical characteristic of a place that shape its use, either negatively or positively. 
x Identify factor in a specific space that might account for difference in use by age, gender and ethnic 
group. 
x Confirm or clarify issues about a specific location that young people have raised through interviews. 
5.6. Data Analysis 
Analysis will be done on all the data collected from the observation survey, the behaviour mapping 
and the interviews. Analysis should be able to expose findings on the suitability and sufficiency of 
planning guidelines for children playing spaces.  Analyzing of data is very important because it involves 
the stage of analysis and finding for the whole study about the level of provision for recreation facilities 
in high density urban area. After sorting out the invalid questionnaire, the data were coded, computed and 
analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS). Findings will show the strength, issues 
and the problems about the suitability of planning guidelines for children playing spaces in Shah Alam. 
From the findings, researcher will draft the appropriate proposal according to issues and problems 
acquired during the analysis carried out. 
It is important to inform that the study is still in the initial stage of collecting secondary data such as 
planning guidelines and also literature review. The background study also involved the observation 
survey of the children playing behaviours in the residential areas in Shah Alam. 
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6. Discussions  
Residential areas of low-cost apartments have a high population density and yet their total floor space 
for each unit is only 550-650 square feet. The provision of playgrounds by each housing developer must 
be at least 10 percent open space but does not seem sufficient, especially in residential areas of low-cost 
apartments. The two existing playgrounds in the low cost apartment in Section 7 are shared between eight 
blocks of five storey apartments with 16 houses on each level. 
In order to achieve functional and effective urban neighbourhoods, many factors have to be taken into 
consideration and playing spaces are one of the important elements in neighbourhood facilities which, not 
only form the spaces for children to play but also the place for parents to know their neighbours and to 
feel a sense of community. The quality of life of residents in low cost flats is a combination of many 
aspects such as the family life, the neighbouring aspect, the community aspect, the social facilities aspect, 
the utilities and services and also the physical environment aspect. Thus the playing spaces planned and 
designated for the children is very important in contributing the overall quality of life of the residents. 
The well-being of children, the happiness level of the children has to be affected by the availability of the 
playing spaces such as the playing field and playgrounds, and also the adequacy of the space and the 
sufficiency of the playing equipments. Therefore the study focus on the suitability and the adequacy of 
the playing spaces in the low cost flats Section 7 Shah Alam. In order to assess the problems in question, 
there is also the need to compare the playing spaces provided in other parts of Shah Alam especially those 
in another type of housing that is the double storey terrace housing. 
Based on observation method, the study will focus on the provision of playing spaces and carry out an 
inventory on the condition of recreation facilities. Other than that observations are also carried out to 
observe the usage of the playgrounds and the playing behaviour of children in the housing area. During 
the preliminary stage, it was found that the usage of the playgrounds was not similar between the terrace 
housing and the low cost housing (See Figure 1, 2, 3 and 4). This observation was conducted on a Sunday 
evening when children normally spend their free time playing. At the low cost flats, many children were 
observed playing in the playground with a few adults assisting the smaller ones. While in the terrace 
housing the playground looked empty. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1 and 2. Children playing in the playgrounds of the low cost apartment on Sunday (11.07.2010) at 6.30 pm 
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Fig. 3 and 4.  Playground equipments are not used near the terrace houses on Sunday (11.07.2010) at 6.02 pm 
However in Figure 5 and 6, children were seen playing on the street rather than on the playing fields 
near the playground provided by the Local Authorities. Provision in the guidelines and planning standards 
for playing spaces especially in neighbourhood areas are the same for all types of housing. It seems that 
there are some deficiencies in the provision as children found other alternative places to carry out their 
playing activities.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 5 and 6. Children playing football on the street at terrace houses on Sunday (11.07.2010) at 6.04 pm 
There seem to be an irony of sorts when there seem to be recreational activities in the children 
playground in the low cost flats even though the provision of playing equipments is not as fancy as the 
ones provided near the terrace houses. In Figure 5 and 6, children are seen to enjoy playing on the access 
roads in front of the terrace houses with their bicycles parked on the pedestrian walkway. While in Figure 
7 and 8, children are cycling and playing badminton on the ground floor of the low cost flats rather than 
playing in the open spaces within the low cost housing area. Their playing activities do create 
dissatisfaction to some residents due to the shouting and laughing when they are playing and also 
blocking residents walking in that same space. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 7 and 8. Children cycling and playing badminton at the ground floor of the low cost apartment on Sunday (11.07.2010) at 6.20 
pm 
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The alternative playing spaces chosen by children in the low cost flats are not suitable for their playing 
activities and the surroundings in Figure 7 and 8 does not look cheerful and attractive. This is a case of 
competition of space between children playing activities and the general activities of resident’s such as 
walking and parking of motorcycles. On the other hand, it can be argued that it is safer for the children to 
play near their houses. Upon further observation, there are several recreational facilities that were 
subjected to misuse and delinquent behaviours (See Figure 9 and 10).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.  9 and 10. This shows misuse of the gazebo in the playground and the graffiti writings taken on Sunday (11.07.2010) at 6.30 pm 
From the pilot interviews with residents, it was found that children are not interested to play in the 
playground because of the presence of outsiders who interfere during the playing activities and therefore 
is deem to be unsafe. There are also conflict with other children and also the lack of maintenance on the 
playing equipments. Children are not interested to play in the playground if there are broken playground 
equipments due to vandalism which can lead to accidents. As a result, the children prefer to stay at home 
which minimize the chances of exposing themselves to the potential of bullying and the danger of 
kidnapping.  
7. Conclusion  
Playing spaces are important because they allow children in the community to interact with one 
another and thus indirectly create a sense of community in that particular housing area. Adequate playing 
spaces with sufficient playing equipments attract children to play in that space and therefore encourage 
maximum usage of that space. Apart of just focusing on the availability, Local Authorities must also 
focus on the compatibility of the provision of these playing spaces with the current children playing 
preferences. The Local Authorities should also be sensitive to the suitability of playing equipments in the 
playgrounds. The planning guidelines had already been outlined and implemented for so many years. 
There is a need to investigate whether the guidelines are still suitable to follow. The problem with the lack 
of proper, adequate and suitable playing spaces would encourage children to play in alternative sites and 
also adventuring to further places which can cause unsafe conditions for children.  
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